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The Chester Presbyterian Church is an elementary expression of American Gothic
Revival architecture., The wood-frfame structure measures 20 by 30 feet and is
covered by a steeply pitched gable roof with relatively deep, unornamented eaves.
When originally constructed, the church was located on the east side of Winfree
Street at the intersection with Gill Street in Chester, approximately one-fourth
mile from the present location. It was moved intact to the new site im 1954 in
order to stand adjacent to a mew church begun by the congregation that year and
completed in 1956, The move resulted in the current concrete~block foundation being
substituted for the original one of stone, The simple gabled belfry, blown off by
high winds in 1948, was reconstructed following the move, and in it was hung a bell
formerly used in a Seaboard Air Lipe Railroad steam locomotive.

The dimiputive structure is but three bays deep with the three windows on each side
hung with six-over-six sash., The top of each window is pointed in an attempt to
suggest a Gothic arch, with the top panes shaped accordingly. Capping each window
is a panel cut in the form of the top of a lancet arch, in the center of which is an
applied wooden star. Two smaller pointed windows lacking the lancet panels are
situated above the main entrance, and between them is an unornamented round panel
suggesting a rose window. A wide lancet arch is used for the main entrance, and
filling it is a pair of vertical-board doors. A set of modern brick steps with

iron railings ascends to the entrance. :

" The church's interior finish originally consisted of wide pine boards for both

- flooring and walls. The walls have been plastered and the floor is now carpeted.
“A choir loft is in the rear of the space and the original rostrum dominates the

" front. The church retains its original wooden pews, nine on either side of a center

aisle. Louvred interior shutters shade the side windows. Conventional lighting
and heating have been installed since the relocation,

The church's setting in a grove of pine trees is scenically pleasant, and were
it not for the modern foundations it would hardly be apparent that the building has

been moved. Behind the church is the modern Chester Presbyterian Church, an unob-
trusive Colonial-style structure in quiet taste. '
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Reconstruction was not exclusively a period of humiliation and bitterness for -
Virginia; many incidents occurred that softened resentment between Northerners and
natives of the Old Dominion. The simple, Gothic Revival-style Chester Presbyterian
Church, the oldest religious structure in the community of Chester, stands as a
symbol of the numerous mimor occurrences that served to heal the wounds of a divided
nation., Organized in 1878 by a group of Northerners, the church brought former
enemies together through worship in a common faith,

The origins of the Chester Presbyterian Church are more worldly than godly. Abut
ten years after the close of the War Between the States, a rumor was circulated in
the North that General Benjamin Butler had buried a military chest containing
$80,000 when he was forced to evacuate eastern Chesterfield County in 1864. The
location of the chest was supposed to be in the vicinity of Chester Station (now
Chester) near the base of a large pine tree, Inspired by the hope of finding the
fortune, some six or more Northern families moved to Chesterfield County and began
buying up land, preferably that with pine trees.  Once settled, the families

~determinedly probed their property, but unfortunately the only solid material

they -struck was rock.

Besides being fortune seekers, the newcomers were faithful Christians, primarily
Presbyterians and Congregationalists. However, not only was there no church of

their denomination in Chester, but the one house of worship there, a Methodist

chapel, held services barely once a month, The families thus were forced to repair

to either Petersburg or Richmond for satisfaction of their spiritual needs, an
activity that soon proved to be an expensive proposition. - As a result, the Northerners
set about organizing a church to serve not just themselves but the entire community.
The "Presbyterian Church of Chester, Virginia' thus was formally organlzed in 1878

as part of the Hanover Presbytery.

The name most remembered in the formation of the church is T, Martin Grove, one of
the seekers of Butler's chest, who came from Batavia, New York around 1877 bringing
with him his parents, his brother €harlie, and Charlie's wife and two children.
After two years of fruitless searching, Grove's family returned to New York.
Although financially destitute, Grove (who had since married) elected to remain
and continue his participation in the establishment of the church, Perhaps it was
a sense of guilt, about opportunity seeking in a war-ridden land, that brought out
in Grove a feeling of penitence., In any case, for a year he labored almost single-
handedly, with no pay, building the simple wooden church. The church was dedicated
November 9, 1880 with Dr. Moses D. Hoge of the prestigious Second Presbyterian
Church of Richmond conducting the service. Music was provided by a melodeon, the

* SEE Continuation Sheet7£1
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gift of the Presbyterian Church of Phelps, New York. On the Tuesday following
the dedication, T. Martin Grove, his work completed, moved back to New York.

Except for a period of two vears when it was vacant, the church served the community
until its congregation cutgrew it in 1954. In that year a site for a mew church

was selected (iromically in a grove of pine trees), and the present church
structure was erected. Affection for- the little wooden building remained strong,
however, and it was moved intact to the new site to be preserved. Today it

stands as a fond and familiar landmark for the community of Chester and is used for
weddings, social functions,and meetings.

Avchitecturally, the Chester Presbyterian Church is a typical example of the scores
of wooden churches erected throughout Virginia in the late nineteenth century that
exhibited the influence, in highly modified form, of the Gothic Revival movement.

It illustrates how local builders employed Gothic motifs in a most simplified
version to give thier otherwise austere buildings a "religious" aspect.
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